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Teachers, Tests, And Trying Times
BY LAURA SCHILLER
OAKLAND INTERMEDIATE SCHOOL DISTRICT

T

eachers, not assessments, must be the cornerstone of any systemic reform directed at
improving our schools.... [Policymakers] have lost sight of the fact that "the teacher is a
mediator between the knower and the known, between the learner and the subject to be
learned. A teacher, not some [test], is the living link in the epistemological chain."-George
Madaus quoting Parker J. Palmer (cited in Darling-Hammond, 1997, p. 293)

The other day I received a call from a concerned
middle school teacher. "We're not only preparing
for the MEAP, now we have to give a whole series
of tests, the Gates, the CAT ... " and she rattled off
a few more. Listening to the list of tests, I noticed
most were removed from daily instruction. "What will
you do with the results?" I asked. She had no idea,
nor did she see how the data could be used to guide
instruction. Already imagining a response, I asked,
"What if the results indicate difficulties for particular
students? Is there a plan in place to help you respond
to those students?" Somewhere between my questions
and her answer, my brain shifted into MEAP mode.
Choose the best answer:
a) There is no plan.
b) There is a plan but nobody told the teacher.
c) The results have little to do with classroom
instruction so a plan is unnecessary.
d) Teachers will have release time to collaborate
and develop an appropriate plan.
e) All of the above except b and c.
Welcome to the age of accountability. These are the
worst of times and the best of times for education.
Worst because teachers and administrators are
racing as fast as they can to keep up with mandates
and battle fatigue is setting in. Best because every
child must be accounted for and we're all searching

for ways to meet the needs of our most challenging
students. But amidst the test prep and the stress,
we must remember that testing alone won't improve
student achievement. We need to be selective in what
we test, why we test, and how often we test.
I was glad to hear her middle school was looking at
student achievement but I wondered about how the
classroom teacher was positioned in relation to those
tests. The test decision was made at a level beyond
the classroom, and I'm left to wonder if we could get
more out of testing choices if all the stakeholders
came together to understand
1) the audience for the test
2) what information the test will generate
3) how that information will be used
4) what is planned to help students if the test(s)
indicate a need, and
5) the scheduling implications of multiple
tests, i.e., how much instructional time is
relinquished to testing. Everyone is under
stress in this educational environment, but if
we leave the people who have the most direct
impact on student achievement out of the loop,
we risk courting resistance or resentment.
Another story.
A third-grade child with limited English was doing
her best to read all the parts of the MEAP test. She
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came to the editing directions after drafting her essay
and carefully checked off the rubric. Did you remember to .... ? YES she checked. She continued down the
list and checked yes, no, no, no, yes and closed her
booklet never realizing these were prompts to remind
her to go back and edit her essay.
This anecdote is almost funny. But beneath the
humor is concern for young children, particularly
those for whom Standard English is not their first
language. I imagine in two years, high stakes tests
in third grade will be institutionalized, like they'd
always been there. The challenge for classroom
teachers will be to limit test prep and stay focused
on teaching and learning. Easier said than done.
To keep things in perspective, with thanks to David
Letterman, I offer my top ten list regarding high
stakes tests and effective test preparation.

What Every Teacher and Administrator Should Know About High Stakes
Tests and Test Prep
10. Taking the test is not studying the test.
9. Testing as a genre study leads to student
transfer and independence on high stakes tests
beyond the MEAP. (See Calkins, 1998)
8. Teachers who understand the literacy demands
of the test and incorporate them into the core
curriculum have higher test scores than teachers
who address those literacy demands in isolation
from the regular curriculum.
7. Test format counts for as much as 10 percent of
a student's score.
6. Test question language is far more difficult for
most students than test passages.
5. Too much practice can lower scores.
4. Schoolwide MEAP celebrations have not been
shown to raise test scores. The additional hype
and stress may even lower scores. Keep the focus
on learning.
3. High stakes tests narrow curriculum.
2. Rampant testing leads to test score inflation.
1, Political pressure leads to higher test scores
without necessarily improving student learning.
I agree with Parker Palmer in the quote at the beginning of this article. Teachers-what they know and
can do-are central to student growth and achievement. Rather than rail about too much testing, I
prefer to get on with the business of teaching and
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learning and encourage you to do the same. Organize
a book study, gather colleagues or teammates to
look at student work and help each other decide
next teaching points, plan a lesson with a colleague,
videotape your next lesson and become aware of
your strengths and your wonderings, participate in
a professional development opportunity, attend a
professional conference, join the Michigan Council of
Teachers of English or the Michigan Reading Association or participate in one of the National Writing
Projects of Michigan. Once we see ourselves as connected to other professionals beyond our classroom,
school, district, and region, we find our concerns are
shared and support is out there.
Why is it that some schools respond to high stakes
tests with frenzied action while others respond by
working to improve teaching and learning, creating
communities that nurture and support all who are
part of the school family? There is no panacea, no
magic pill, teaching unit, or single approach that will
ameliorate the test stress that envelopes us. Therefore, I choose to live through this age of accountability, centered, certain that good teaching is a calling;
that the need is great; and that despite unprecedented
pressures, if we work together and help each other,
we can sustain rich teaching lives and do wonderful
things for children.
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Challenges for the Future:
Getting Our Story Out, and
Helping Beginning Teachers
BY MARK

w. CONLEY

MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

R

ight now, with such an emphasis on testing, it is difficult to forecast the future
with any reliability. But here are the challenges that I see ahead, and what we
need to do to meet them.

First, there are the political challenges. The politicians have done a skillful job of painting educators
into a difficult corner. By focusing so much on testing
as the answer to a myriad of problems, politicians
have made it extremely difficult to get our message
out about the complexities of literacy education in
today's world. The rhetoric from No Child Left Behind
provides a useful example. When asked about educators' concerns about testing, the President replied:
They [educators] talk about "teaching to
the test." But let's put that logic to the test.
If you test a child on basic math and reading skills, and you're "teaching to the test,"
you're teaching math and reading. And
that's the whole idea. (Bush, 2001)

And that's that. Improvement in literacy is simplified
to the goal of teaching to and passing tests.

But what happens when we try to explain ourselves
and our students? What happens when we talk about
the growing percentages of children and adolescents
from poverty in Michigan's schools? What happens
when we talk about new waves of English language
learners impacting many of our schools? What happens when we talk about the complexities of forming
partnerships between schools and families? For many
outside the school building, the response is glazed,
bored looks and accusations that, once again, the
educators are muddying the waters without taking up
the real challenge, getting kids to pass the tests!
Few outside the school building have a genuine understanding of what happens there. This past week, I
assigned the teachers in my master's class the task of
keeping track of all of the assessment decisions they
make daily in their classrooms. To kick off the assignment, I asked for an example. One English teacher
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